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Abst ract  
This paper explores the findings of a qualitat ive study carried out  in sum m er 2010 on 
behalf of City and Guilds Cent re for Skills Developm ent  (CSD) , which explored young 
people’s percept ions of vocat ional educat ion. The part icipants, drawn from  schools and 
colleges across England, were pursuing a broad range of vocat ional program m es. Data 
were gathered using a series of focus groups and individual interviews and analysed 
using a them at ic approach within a Bourdieusian theoret ical fram ework drawing on 
not ions of st ructure and agency, field and habitus as well as on the extensive body of 
literature exploring vocat ional educat ion and school to work t ransit ions for  young people. 
The field work for  the study was conducted at  t he t im e of the General Elect ion and this 
analysis also contextualises the findings in term s of the Coalit ion response to the Wolf 
Review of Vocat ional Educat ion (2011) .  
The key findings of the study suggest  that  serendipity, cont ingent  events and influence 
of significant  others rather than Careers Educat ion and Guidance (CEG)  are m ost  
significant  in choice of vocat ional program m e and that  young peoples’ understandings of 
possible career paths vary in sophist icat ion, different iated by age group, level of 
program m e and subject  area. Further, their percept ions of the at t ract iveness of 
vocat ional educat ion and t raining are closely associated with the value they place on 
their courses and wider societal percept ion of those courses which they consider t o be 
negat ive, suggest ing that  pre-Coalit ion policy has been unsuccessful in addressing issues 
of parity of esteem . 
The paper discusses these findings in the context  of contem porary educat ional st ructures 
in England which inhibit  t ransfer from  vocat ional to academ ic routes and ongoing issues 
around parity of esteem , and explores their im plicat ions for  the m ost  m arginalised young 
people – part icularly those who are engaged with vocat ional educat ion at  it s lowest  
m ainst ream  levels and those who are NEET -  in the context  of current  Coalit ion policy. 
The paper concludes that  whilst  som e recent  policy init iat ives, such as the proposed 
int roduct ion of University Technical Colleges for 14-19 year olds m ay be successful in 
raising the esteem  of som e types of specialised vocat ional educat ion, broad vocat ional 
courses at  lower levels, and those short  courses associated with ‘em ployabilit y’ and ‘re-
engagem ent ’, are likely to cont inue to be held in lower esteem  and to confer lit t le 
educat ional advantage on those young people, largely drawn from  working class 
backgrounds, who pursue them . 
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I nt roduct ion 
This paper explores the findings of a qualitat ive study carried out  in sum m er 2010 on 
behalf of City and Guilds Cent re for Skills Developm ent  (CSD) , which explored young 
people’s percept ions of vocat ional educat ion (see Atkins et  al 2011) . This paper focuses 
on aspects of three of t he key findings of the study with part icular reference to those 
young people on program m es at  the lowest  levels ( levels 1 and 2 post -16) . Many young 
people at  this level, part icularly those on level 1 program m es, have diagnoses of special 
educat ional need, and m any have m oved in and out  of various form s of part icipat ion in 
educat ion and em ploym ent , interspersed with periods of unem ploym ent . The issues 
raised by the study are discussed in the context  of contem porary Coalit ion policy in 
respect  of vocat ional educat ion, and the likely im pact  of that  policy on the lives and 
experiences of young people such as those who part icipated in this study.  
The first  of these key issues, which was not  unexpected in the context  of earlier research 
on t ransit ions (Hodkinson et  al (1996)  Colley et  al (2003)  and Atkins (2009) , was that  
serendipity played a m ore significant  role than Careers Educat ion and Guidance (CEG)  in 
the choice of vocat ional program m e, as did the influence of fr iends and fam ily and 
cont ingent  events. Related to this however, it  was apparent  that  young people’s 
understandings of possible career paths vary in sophist icat ion not  only different iated by 
age group but  also by level of program m e and subject  area. Broadly speaking, those 
young people on higher level program m es ( level 3)  gave m ore sophist icated responses 
than those on lower level program m es ( level 2 and below) , and those young people in 
the older age group m ore sophist icated responses than those in the 14-16 age group. Of 
perhaps greater interest  was the fact  that  this difference was also apparent  between 
program m e types at  the sam e level. Thus, young people on m ore ‘academ ic’ broad 
vocat ional program m es such as Business, gave m ore sophist icated and insight ful 
responses than those on pract ical program m es such as Beauty Therapy or Childcare, 
even where this was at  the sam e not ional level in the context  of the Nat ional 
Qualificat ions Fram ework (NQF) . These differences were part icularly apparent  in term s of 
the young peoples’ understandings of possible career paths and also extended to their 
career aspirat ions. Part icularly at  the lowest  levels, it  was apparent  that  the lack of 
understanding form ed a further const raint  on the young people in addit ion to those 
im posed by st ructures such social class and educat ion, thus lim it ing their potent ial for 
agency in the context  of the local and global worlds in which the young people lived their 
lives. 
Thirdly, it  was also apparent  that  the young people placed significant  value on their 
program m es having (an often m istaken)  belief that  vocat ional program m es would confer 
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(unspecified)  skills absent  in young people taking an ‘academ ic’ route and thus give the 
vocat ionally qualified an advantage in the labour m arket . Dissonant  with this, the young 
people recognised that  societal percept ion of vocat ional educat ion is broadly negat ive, 
and were specific in ident ifying a societal percept ion that  vocat ional educat ion is for 
‘thick’ people. These percept ions seem  to suggest  that  not  only has pre-Coalit ion policy 
has been unsuccessful in addressing issues of parity of esteem  but  that  the Coalit ion 
faces an uphill,  and possibly im possible bat t le to gain broader societal acceptance of the 
‘im m ense value’ (DfE, 2011:  1)  of form s of vocat ional educat ion which have becom e 
progressively m ore im poverished through the ceaseless reform s of the past  35 years.  
Methodology 
This prim arily qualitat ive study adopted a m ixed m ethods approach. As it  form ed part  of 
a broader, internat ional study, the m ethodology was designed to facilitate applicat ion 
across different  internat ional contexts. Data were gathered from  two schools and two 
colleges, involving young people in two age groups:  14-16 and 18-20. All the 
part icipants were undertaking vocat ional program m es:  these included both broad 
vocat ional courses such as BTECs in Business or Media and occupat ional awards (NVQs)  
in areas such as Beauty Therapy and Engineering. The inst itut ions were geographically 
spread across England and encom passed urban, inner-city and rural locat ions thus 
allowing com parison between different  social and cultural contexts. I nit ially, three data 
gathering m ethods were ut ilised. These were online quest ionnaires, m ade available via 
inst itut ion int ra-nets, as well as focus groups and individual interviews at  each site. 
Unfortunately, insufficient  data was gathered from  the quest ionnaires to facilitate a 
m eaningful analysis, so these data were discarded. The focus groups and interviews 
were subject  t o both SPSS analysis and them at ic qualitat ive analysis. The analysis was 
conducted within the context  of a Bourdieusian theoret ical fram ework drawing on not ions 
of st ructure and agency, field and habitus as well as on the extensive body of literature 
exploring vocat ional educat ion and school to work t ransit ions for  young people. 
Part icipat ion was voluntary, and parental consent  obtained for young people under the 
age of 18. Ethical clearance was obtained from  the University Ethics com m it tee. 
Serendipity and Cont ingent  Events 
Governm ent   educat ion policy in recent  years has persisted in ut ilising m odels based on 
the concept  of rat ional, ‘ladder- like’ t rajectories, despite  it  being nearly two decades 
since Hodkinson (1996, pp.132, 133)  ut ilising an earlier analysis by St rauss (1962)  
rej ected this not ion,  proposing instead the theory of ‘careership’ which sees 
developm ent  as t ransform at ion, based on turning points. However, whilst  these concepts 
effect ively encapsulate the m essy nature of m any career t rajectories, not ions of 
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careership and t ransform at ion also tend to im ply posit ive form s of developm ent . I t  is 
apparent  from  data generated by this study that  within a context  of global econom ic 
crisis and m ass youth unem ploym ent , young people with the poorest  post -16 
educat ional outcom es experience turning points which are often wholly negat ive and 
which are heavily reflect ive of the random  nature of chance, serendipity and the lim ited 
possibilit ies of the various form s of low level (non)  part icipat ion open to them . Within 
this fram ework, the young person m oves between various form s of low level 
part icipat ion and in and out  of unem ploym ent  (Thom pson and Sim m ons, 2011: 175)  as 
they m ake uneasy and fractured t ransit ions to work and adulthood (Macdonald and 
Marsh, 2005: 32) . This was exem plified by Richard’s experience. He was undertaking a 
level 2 IT course at  college, and had only enrolled on his vocat ional program m e because 
he was approached by a lecturer at  an enrolm ent  session he had taken his sister to. As 
he explained, he had not  thought  that  college was a possibilit y for som eone his age (he 
was 21) , report ing that :  ‘I  lost  m y job at  Woolworths [ after it  was taken into 
receivership]  and was just  looking at  get t ing another one but  I  don’t  have any 
qualificat ions... I ’m  21. I  thought  college was for  16-19 year olds ...I  didn’t  know this 
place was here. I t  wasn’t  unt il m y sister enrolled that  when I  brought  her down I  looked 
at  the prospectus and saw courses I  could do so I  ended up having an interview and 
enrolled [ on the sam e day] ’. Richard’s experience reflects not  only the turning point  of 
redundancy from  his j ob at  Woolworths, but  the serendipitous processes which lead 
m any young people to undertake Further Educat ion (FE)  program m es at  lower levels 
(Atkins, 2009:  146) . Richard’s enrolm ent  on his IT program m e would never have 
happened had he not  taken his sister t o enrol on a florist ry program m e and had an I T 
tutor not  happened to be on hand to give advice. He m ight  equally easily, given a 
different  concatenat ion of events, been sent  on an em ployabilit y course, m et  a tutor in 
business or public services or rem ained unem ployed unt il another low pay, low skill 
opportunity presented it self. Part icipat ing in educat ion had also raised his aspirat ions 
although he rem ained uninform ed about  the level of credent ial necessary to access 
different  form s of em ploym ent .  Following com plet ion of his program m e, he hoped to 
find em ploym ent  as an IT technician or to progress to a level 3 program m e. He believed 
( incorrect ly)  that  this would qualify him  to work as a forensic I T analyst  for the police.  
 
The policy not ion of unbroken, linear t rajectories is also refuted by the im pact  of 
disillusionm ent  with program m es. Steven, a level 2 I T student  who described him self as 
finding ‘m aths and stuff’ difficult , had joined his course because ‘I  didn’t  want  to stay at  
school because I  hated school, this was the only place I  could com e’ echoing the 
com m ents of students from  an earlier study (Atkins, 2009: 99) . Stephen’s com m ents also 
highlight  the broader lack of opportunit ies available to young people with low levels of 
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at tainm ent .  Where students did express a degree of disillusionm ent  the m ost  com m on 
reason for this was that  their program m e was less pract ical than they ant icipated, 
although som e students also expressed resentm ent  at  having to ‘do English and m aths’ 
and others, like Nicky and Natalie, were vague about  their reasons for becom ing 
disillusioned with a program m e but  had decided to ‘progress’ t o a different  area.  
 Natalie had com pleted a Level 1 Beauty program m e, despite the fact  t hat  it  had not  m et  
her expectat ions. Discussing her course and her future, she reported that  ‘I  was offered 
a place to be a nurse (Health and Social Care)  but  I  turned it  down to do Beauty:  I  m ight  
do business next  . .. I  hate beauty ’ Sim ilarly, Nicky, who was on a level 2 art  program m e 
which she had joined with fr iends, planned to m ove to leisure and tourism  because ‘I  
don’t  want  to do art  any m ore.... I  want  to work on the cruises and stuff ’. 
 
Exploring this, Becka (Level 2 Beauty Therapy)  believed people enrolled on vocat ional 
program m es because they perceived them  to be ‘easy’ and left  aft er discovering this was 
not  the case. Another factor in these withdrawals m ay be what  Ball et  al (2001: 135)  
describe as ‘exhausted learner ident it y’ perhaps reinforced by a recognit ion of the likely 
length of t ransit ion to achieve their aspirat ions (a m inim um  of three and up to five years 
to m eet  salon requirem ents for  Beauty Therapy)  leading to form s of self-elim inat ion by 
the m ost  disadvantaged (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990: 154)  from  an educat ional system  
designed to ‘reproduce the st ructure of relat ions of dom inat ion and dependence’ 
(Bourdieu, 1990: 130) . 
 
I n addit ion to refut ing not ions of rat ional career m aking and linear t rajectories, these 
stories also im ply that  those young people on the vocat ional program m es at  the lowest  
levels are likely to have m essier and m ore broken t rajectories, with m ore frequent  
‘turning points’ and, ironically perhaps, given the range of program m es pursued by som e 
of the young people in this study, fewer opportunit ies.  That  they have fewer 
opportunit ies  m ight  be ascribed to the influence of both field and habitus in the context  
of the social and cultural condit ions in which the young people live, and the influence of 
those condit ions on their Horizons for Act ion (Hodkinson et  al 1996)  in the context  of a 
system  in which ‘learner disposit ions and ident ity art iculate with the ongoing 
( re)product ion of labour power’ (Avis, 2007: 176) . That  they have lives characterised by 
m ore frequent  turning points has significant  im plicat ions for  the form at ion of ident it y and 
often involves re-appraisal of decisions and choices about  life and career (Colley et  al 
2003;  Ball et  al 2000: 119)  as the young person ‘st ruggles to m ake the world a different  
place’ (Reay, 2004:  437) .   
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Although Bourdieu and Wacquant  refuted the argum ent  that  habitus is a fate arguing 
instead that  it  is an ‘open system  of disposit ions’ which is ‘durable but  not  eternal’ 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant  1992: 133) , and Bourdieu talks of the possibility of 
‘t ransform ing the habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1980c/ 1993a: 87) , the not ion of st ruggling to m ake 
the world a different  place suggests that  this is not  necessarily a possibilit y for everyone. 
For those young people who are m ost  const rained by social class, econom ic condit ions 
and low educat ional achievem ent  the potent ial for agency is severely lim ited, and where 
even apparent ly m odest  am bit ions m ay involve st ret ching cultural capital ‘beyond it s 
lim its’ (Ball et  al 1999: 212) .  
 
Un/ sophist icated Career  Not ions and Aspirat ions 
The const raints associated with system ic and em bodied st ructures of state, society and 
the educat ion system , which rest r ict  individual agency and serve to reproduce inequalit y 
(Avis, 2007, p. 167)  were com pounded for the students on lower level and m ore 
pract ical program m es by their lim ited understandings of career and possible future 
opt ions, som ething which was, perhaps, also a reflect ion of their social class posit ioning. 
Const rained by gender as well as class, but  with high hopes for their future, m any of 
these young people had post - fordist  percept ions of the labour m arket  which associated 
high pay, high skills work with their vocat ional qualificat ions. At  lower levels their 
percept ions were also clearly associated with concepts of secure em ploym ent  or ‘j obs for 
life’, describing class-specific ‘opportunit ies’ which also determ ined ‘the level of 
occupat ional aspirat ion’ (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 184) , but  which were at  best  
opt im ist ic and at  worst  unrealist ic in the context  of contem porary high st ructural youth 
unem ploym ent  rates in England to which Wolf (2011: 25)  has drawn at tent ion.  
 
 For exam ple, Kate, a level 2 Childcare student  wanted ‘a good lifestyle so I  don’t  
st ruggle and enjoy what  I  do’.  Daniel, a fifteen year old school student   and the only one 
in his group following a const ruct ion program m e, considered that  a career involved 
‘get t ing qualified in woodwork and having a secure j ob’,  whilst  Josh, a student  from  a 
different  school, thought  that  a career was ‘a job you do for  a long term  and earns a lot  
of m oney ’.  Sim ilarly, Zoey, age 16, on a level 2 Childcare and Educat ion (CCE)  
program m e considered that  a career is ‘som ething you want  to do and get  paid for’ 
whilst  Becka, who had spent  three years doing Beauty Therapy and was now 
approaching the end of the first  year of a level 3 program m e, stated that  a career was 
‘choosing what  you want  to do and doing that  j ob for  the rest  of your life’ em phasising 
the not ion of a j ob for life.  All ant icipated rem aining in the occupat ional areas associated 
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with their vocat ional program m e, despite evidence to suggest  that  m ost , especially those 
at  lower levels, will end up working in a different  field (Wolf, 2011: 37) . 
 
These percept ions were in sharp cont rast  to those of students on advanced program m es 
and those which m ight  be described as m ore ‘academ ic’ than pract ical. For exam ple Joe, 
a level 3 BTEC business student  explained that  career m ean ‘a long term  com m itm ent  in 
a specialist  area, and having the r ight  skills and knowledge within that  area, and 
progressing up the ladder ’.  From  this career he ant icipated achieving ‘financial [ rewards]  
and being able to clim b the business ladder,  m aybe into m iddle m anagem ent  and 
higher’.  A m ajorit y of his peers, all on the sam e program m e, perceived graduate status 
to be essent ial to establishing a good career:  Ali, a second year business student  was 
typical of this, stat ing that  having done the BTEC m eant  that  he ‘could go st raight  into 
jobs, but  I ’m  looking forward to Uni and doing I nternat ional Business’.  The aspirat ions of 
those young people on the lower level program m es, which conflate ‘good qualificat ions’ 
with ‘good jobs’ and ‘good m oney’ are consistent  with those expressed by an earlier 
generat ion of young people on vocat ional program m es (Atkins, 2009: 146)  but  are 
inconsistent  with the outcom es of those program m es in term s of their lim ited or negat ive 
exchange value in the educat ion and labour m arkets (Keep, 2009: 40;  Wolf, 2011: 32) 
and reflect  a buy in to governm ent  rhetoric about  the value of vocat ional educat ion 
which is in tension with the percept ion of the young people, discussed in the following 
sect ion, that  vocat ional qualificat ions are generally held in lower esteem  than academ ic 
credent ials, a percept ion expressed by young people from  all set t ings, age-groups and 
type and level of program m e. 
 
Whilst  the scope of this study did not  encom pass social class specifically it  was apparent  
that  the young people who part icipated represented a broad cross sect ion of ‘working 
class’ youth and that  m ost  aspired to occupat ions which were both class and gender 
specific. As Bates (1993: 73)  and later Colley (2006)  have argued, gendered and class 
fract ional posit ionings play a crit ical role as young people ‘learn to labour’ through the 
m edium  of vocat ional educat ion and t raining.  The data from  this study seem  to im ply 
that  class fract ional locat ions as well as em bodied and gendered habitus are influencing 
aspirat ions, choice of vocat ional area and the young person’s likelihood of succeeding in 
that  area in term s of the way they are able to engage with the hidden curricula and 
social pract ices of learning (Colley, 2006: 15)  associated with it . Whilst  tentat ive, and 
requir ing further research, this argum ent  suggests that  those young people whose class 
fract ional locat ions provide access to m ore lim ited cultural capital are less likely to 
engage with m ore ‘academ ic’ vocat ional program m es and m ore likely to engage with 
occupat ionally related program m es where the workforce is class and gender specific such 
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as const ruct ion, childcare and beauty therapy, and where opportunit ies for  progression 
nd developm ent  are severely lim ited. This content ion would be consistent  with 
Bourdieu’s (1990: 66)  argum ent  that  whilst  the global field in which these young people 
operate ‘orients’ their choices their individual choices are significant ly influenced by 
individual habitus, m ot ivat ion and values as well as with Hodkinson et  al’s (1996: 140)  
argum ent  that  choices are m ade, and their horizons lim ited, in the context  of a socially 
and culturally derived habitus. By extension, it  also im plies that  those young people on 
m ore ‘pract ical’ occupat ionally related program m es such as Const ruct ion and Beauty 
Therapy, as well as those on the lowest  level program m es, are m ore severely 
const rained by aspects of gender and social class posit ioning and are thus likely to have 
m ore lim ited potent ial for agency and fewer opportunit ies than their peers on m ore 
‘academ ic’ and advanced level program m es.  
Par ity of Esteem  and the Value of Vocat ional Educat ion 
All the young part icipants were enthusiast ic about  their program m es and eloquent  about  
the opportunit ies or capital they perceived the program m es would generate. I n som e 
cases, such as Ali and others on his L3 business program m e,  the vocat ional program m e 
had already generated capital in term s of University offers. Many, like Oliver, 
acknowledged that  societal percept ions of vocat ional educat ion m eant  that  a lower value 
was placed on vocat ional program m es in com parison to academ ic program m es. Oliver 
illust rated this in his com m ent  that  ‘it  m eans a bit  m ore, A levels m ean m ore, people 
take m ore not ice of it ’.  Sim ilarly, Freddy (age 17, BTEC Nat ional L3 in Manufacturing and 
Engineering)  acknowledged negat ive societal percept ions of vocat ional educat ion. Freddy 
was unusual am ongst  his peers as other m em bers of his fam ily, including a twin brother, 
had taken an academ ic educat ional route.  Freddy reported that  ’No-one in the fam ily’s 
ever taken a different  route to A level ’.  He had opted for a BTEC after  applying for, and 
failing to get , an elite apprent iceship with a m ult inat ional engineering com pany. He had 
reapplied at  the end of his first  year and been rejected again. However, Freddy had just  
been accepted to do Mechanical Engineering at  Loughborough University. The University 
required him  to do a Foundat ion year before beginning the degree program m e. Despite 
the requirem ent  that  he should do a foundat ion year, which he did not  quest ion, Freddy 
valued the pract ical skills he had learned on his course, com paring him self with his twin 
brother:  ‘My brother thinks I ’m  thick, taking the easy route, but  he never declines m y 
help’ and ‘[ My twin has]  done three A levels;  PE, Business and Resistant  Materials. His 
project  [ for  Resistant  Materials] ,  all the pract ical side of it ,  all the engineering of things 
inside his proj ect , I  did it  all.  He doesn’t  have that  skill,  and college gives you a wide 
range of skills’.  His percept ion that  ‘addit ional’ and useful skills are conferred by 
vocat ional educat ion seem ed inconsistent  with the HEI  requirem ent  for  an extended 
t ransit ion into a degree in the sam e subject  area. Sim ilarly dissonant  was his 
9 |  P a g e  
 
Liz Atkins  
  DRAFT DRAFT :  Please do not  cite without  perm ission :  DRAFT DRAFT  
acknowledgem ent  that  his vocat ional program m e was held in generally lower esteem  
than his twin’s A level program m e. His use of the word ‘thick’ in associat ion with his 
posit ion as a vocat ional student  was echoed by other part icipants, such as Chloe, an Art  
student  who considered that  ‘people feel we are doing these courses because we’re 
thick’. The acknowledgem ent  that  vocat ional qualificat ions had lower societal esteem  
was consistent  across all part icipants, irrespect ive of age, inst itut ion or level of 
educat ion. Whilst  this was in tension with their enthusiasm  for their courses, and with 
the oft  stated belief that  a vocat ional qualificat ion would confer unspecified advantages 
in the labour m arket ,  it  was reflect ive of a consistent  policy failure to address issues of 
esteem  for vocat ional educat ion in England.  
 
Governm ents of all polit ical persuasions have sought  to address these issues since the 
tension between the vocat ional and academ ic curr iculum  and their relat ionship to 
class was noted by the 1868 Taunton Com mission. This process was accelerated 
at  the t ime of the new vocat ionalism  in the late 1970s since when policy m akers have 
put  vocat ional educat ion and t raining through a process of unceasing change, with 
init iat ives ranging from  TVEI  to CPVE and GNVQ as well as m ore recent  failed init iat ives 
such as vocat ional GCSEs.  However, as recent ly as 2005, New Labour was st ill seeking 
to address the problem  of ‘vocat ional educat ion and t raining for young people 
[ having]  low credibilit y and status in [ England and Wales] ’ (DfES 2005: 17) .  The 
failure of these init iat ives echoes through the percept ion of vocat ional students that  they 
are less able than their m iddle class peers on GCSE and A level program m es. I t  is a 
failure which has been acknowledged by the Coalit ion, in com m on with earlier 
governm ents, yet  despite the com m issioning of,  and response to, the Wolf Report  
(2011)  governm ent  com m itm ents to raise the status of vocat ional educat ion and t raining 
(DBIS, 2012: 6)  retain hollow echoes of the failures of their predecessors.  
 
Discussion 
These failures are part icularly pert inent  to those young people on the lowest  level 
vocat ional program m es who experience the m ost  significant  educat ional inequalit ies and 
disadvantages and who have been m ost  significant ly ‘othered’ in educat ion policy 
relat ing to both vocat ional educat ion and post -14 educat ion.  I n t erm s of these young 
people, key issues in Coalit ion educat ion policy are, first ly, that  it  cont inues to 
hom ogenise low at taining young people in the context  of a deficit  m odel associated with 
Special Educat ional Needs (SEN) . Secondly, it  assum es linear progression through 
educat ion to the labour m arket , failing to take cognisance of m ass youth unem ploym ent  
and, in part icular, it s implicat ions for  the m ost  m arginalised. These are stark and sim ple:  
where there is an extent  of m ass youth unem ploym ent  which is leading graduates to 
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apply for low pay, low skill work, the em ploym ent  opportunit ies for the least  qualified are 
dim inished. I n addit ion to the im plicat ions for ident it y form at ion and the t ransit ion to 
adulthood, which are effect ively put  on hold, a dependence on benefits adds another 
dim ension to the deficit  m odel in which these young people are already perceived by 
policy m akers and wider society. 
  
Although the coalit ion policy com m itm ent  to providing ‘good progression opportunit ies to 
Level 3’ (2011: 5)  represents a response to an earlier New Labour acknowledgem ent  that  
not  all vocat ional qualificat ions offered progression routes to higher levels (DfES 
2005: 19)  it  st ill assum es that  all young people, including the least  able and the m ost  
disaffected, are willing and able to progress, at  least  t o the level 3 benchm ark. This 
assum pt ion has been evident  in policy over a num ber of years (e.g. see also DfES 2005;  
2006;  2007;  DCFS 2008)suggest ing that  Coalit ion policy cont inues  to m ake 
‘assum pt ions [ which]  m ight  be leading to half- r ight  policy based on incom plete 
understandings or surface views of learner needs that  are m ore polit ically const ructed 
than real’ (Hodgson et  al, 2007: 315) . 
 
As in earlier, New Labour policy, these taken- for-granteds about  progression also 
assum e equal potent ial in all young people in all areas of their life, thus creat ing a 
dissonance with philosophies of diversity and with the sociological argum ent  that  
educat ional achievem ent  is related to social class reproduct ion (Bourdieu and Passeron, 
1990: 154;  Tom linson, 2001) .  I n m aking such assum pt ions, coalit ion policy cont inues to 
deny any int r insic value in educat ion for it s own sake at  lower levels and in the value of 
increased self confidence, or  other non-  pecuniary benefit s which m ight  arise from  
undertaking such a program m e (Preston and Ham m ond, 2003) .  
 
The Coalit ion com m issioning of the Wolf Review, and the com m itm ent  to accept  in full it s 
recom m endat ions, represent  a posit ive m ove in m any respects. Specific act ions will not , 
of them selves however, im prove the qualit y or esteem  of vocat ional educat ion. Whilst  
the com m itm ent  to increase num bers of apprent iceships (DfE 2011: 3)  is to be 
welcom ed, these have the potent ial to be of good or poor qualit y:  in term s of increasing 
esteem  for them , this is m ore likely to be an unintended consequence of the int roduct ion 
of higher fees for HE and shift s in the social class dem ographic of young people taking 
up apprent iceships. Sim ilarly, flagship UTCs m ay raise societal value of apprent iceships 
and som e elite form s of vocat ional educat ion, and again, this is to be welcom ed.  
 
However, elite form s of vocat ional educat ion, including apprent iceships, are at  higher 
levels, and although both Wolf (2011: 113) , and the Governm ent  repose (2011: 7)  
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acknowledge the different  needs of low-at taining young people policy developm ents 
cont inue to build on the assum pt ion that  progression to level 3 and beyond is a 
possibilit y for all young people. The Governm ent  response com m it ted to publishing a 
Green Paper on SEN to address needs of lowest  at tainers (DfE, 2011: 8) . However, the 
proposal in the Green Paper t o ‘build on the findings of the Wolf Review of vocat ional 
educat ion to im prove vocat ional and work- related learning opt ions for young people 
aged 14 to 25 with SEN or who are disabled’ (DfE, 2011b: 84)  is woolly, at  best  and does 
not  clearly com m it  to t ransform ing educat ion for low-at taining young people consistent  
with the recom m endat ion from  Wolf to concent rate on ‘core academ ic skills of English 
and m aths, and on work experience’ and to am end funding and perform ance m easures 
to ‘prom ote a focus on these core areas and on em ploym ent  outcom es rather than on 
the accrual of qualificat ions’ (Wolf, 2011: 14) .  
 
Two crit ical factors give further concern here. First ly, those young people whose 
posit ioning is am bivalent , very low at taining but  without  a form al diagnosis of special 
educat ional need are effect ively absent  from  both docum ents. These young people are 
alm ost  invariably from  working class hom es, often disaffected with educat ion and lacking 
effect ive social support  m echanism s to prom ote a t ransit ion from  school to work. Despite 
this, policy m akers assum e that  ‘low-at taining’ is som ething which happens in isolat ion, 
and that  young people have fam ilies with econom ic and educat ional resources to support  
their t ransit ion from  school to work, an assum pt ion which fails to take cognisance of the 
realit y for m any of these young people. Am ongst  the lowest  at taining young people in 
this study, in com m on with those in earlier work, fam ilies had lim ited m aterial resources, 
and in view of the educat ional backgrounds of t he young people seem ed likely also to 
have lim ited educat ional knowledge or resources. This im plies that  these fam ilies do not  
have the cultural capital to generate academ ic profit s for  their children, and social class 
reproduct ion becom es m ore likely as educat ional experience and achievem ent  is 
‘inherited’ in the form  of cultural capital placing these young people at  a significant  
disadvantage in term s of educat ional inheritance (Ball et  al, 1999) .  
 
 Secondly, the suggest ion that  vocat ional opt ions will be available for young people with 
SEN does not  acknowledge the obvious:  that  a m ajorit y of these young people are 
unlikely to be able to com pete for elite apprent iceships and places at  UTCs. The 
concom itant  result  of that  is that  these young people, already am ongst  the m ost  
m arginalised, are likely to be subject  to greater form s of inequalit y as they are 
consigned to low level form s of vocat ional educat ion and t raining which cont inue to be 
held in low societal esteem  and which are likely to com m and m inim al exchange value in 
the labour m arket  and confer m inim al educat ional advantage. Despite this, it  is an 
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underlying assum pt ion of policy m akers that  all young people on a part icular route, 
irrespect ive of whether it  is academ ic or vocat ional, will be willing and able to progress. 
Educat ion Policy also fails to acknowledge the im pact  of the collapse of the youth labour 
m arket  and the significant  st ructural problem s in term s of youth em ploym ent . I n the 
context  of a labour m arket  where graduates are com pet ing for low pay, low skill work, 
the ‘opportunit ies’ for the m ost  m arginalised have dim inished to the point  of non-
existence. 
 
Conclusions 
Despite these challenges, this study dem onst rates that  young people them selves see a 
value in a pract ical vocat ional educat ion and, possibly showing awareness of youth 
unem ploym ent , are opt im ist ic that  it  will confer the advantages policy m akers prom ise in 
the labour m arket .  Significant ly, however, they also acknowledge the 
academ ic/ vocat ional divide and are realist ic about  broader societal percept ions of 
vocat ional educat ion. They are opt im ist ic about  their futures, but , part icularly at  lower 
levels, have unrealist ic aspirat ions in term s of the potent ial educat ional and labour 
exchange value of their vocat ional qualificat ions and tend to have m essier and m ore 
broken t rajectories. However, even where young people at  higher levels had apparent ly 
linear career t rajectories, data suggested that  rather than being the rat ional ‘ladder- like’ 
t rajectories (Hodkinson, 1996:  132/ 133)  im plied by governm ent  rhetor ic, the t ransit ions 
and program m e choices of m ost  young people were heavily influenced by cont ingent  
events and significant  others, reflect ing a situat ion where young people are const rained 
and enabled by external opportunit ies and personal subject ive percept ions as they m ake  
‘pragm at ically rat ional career choices’  (Hodkinson et  al 1996: 3) .  
 
These findings reflect  the fact  that  those young people, such as Freddy, from  support ive 
hom es with access to cultural capital and greater potent ial for agency, face an uncertain 
future in which they will m ake ‘pragm at ically rat ional choices’  as their situat ion evolves. 
That  these uncertaint ies are m uch greater for those young people with m uch poorer 
educat ional outcom es, from  lower social classes and with less access to cultural capital is 
a fact  that  Coalit ion policy cont inues to ignore. Thus, despite their opt im ism  and 
com m itm ent  to their vocat ional program m es, and despite the prom ises of policy rhetoric, 
these young people are unequally posit ioned within an educat ion system which exists 
as a st ructure for the reproduct ion of class and which, by unequally prepar ing 
them for part icular forms of low status work in an unequal j obs m arket  in which 
those from  m ore elite social classes will have access to the best  j obs (Bourdieu and 
Passeron  1990: 184)  is also complicit  in labour ( re)product ion.  
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